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The following expedient also was propounded: "Let one serpent
be deputed to bite the high-priest (upadhyaya) versed in the ritual
of the Serpent sacrifice; for without him the holocaust could not
be accomplished. Would it not even be advisable to kill in a simi-
lar manner all the priests who know the ritual?" These suggestions,
however, were discarded by the righteous and compassionate among
the Nagas who pointed out that the murder of Brahmins was a
course in no case commendable. Then it was proposed that, when
the sacrificial fire had been kindled, they might become thunder-
clouds and quench the fire by showers of rain. Iti would also be
possible at night to steal the ladles and other sacrificial implements
and thus cause an obstacle. Or, peradventure, they could defile
the prepared viands. A more violent measure it! would be to appear
at the sacrifice in hundreds and thousands and bite all the present.
Another expedient would be to carry off King Janamejaya, while
bathing or kill him by means of a poisonous bite. Were he dead,
the root of all evil would be cut off. The last proposed scheme was
considered by the Nagas to be final, but it did not meet with the
approval of Vasuki, who said it would be better Do propitiate their
father Kasyapa.
At last the Naga Elapatra declared that it was useless to oppose
the will of the gods. It had, however, been ordained that there
would be an escape from the danger threatening the snakes. Brahma
himself had assured the gods that only the wicked among the
Nagas were to perish; the righteous among them would be saved
through the intervention of Astika, the son of the sage Jaratkaru
by a Naga-maiden.
This joyful. news greatly comforted the assembled Nagas, and
Vasuki ordered his attendants carefully to watch the sage Jaratkaru
so that the serpent-king might offer him his sister in marriage as
soon as the time had come.
Jaratkaru had adopted the ascetic life, and he wandered over
the whole earth, visiting holy places and passing his days in absti-
nence and chastity, so that he might gain supreme bliss in the world
to come.
But one day he beheld some Pitaras or ancestral spirits hanging*
head downwards, above a precipice and clinging to a clump of grass,
of which only one half still remained. And this half was being
gnawed by a rat. When the hermit, moved by compassion at their
deplorable plight, questioned these dismal ghosts as to whether he
could save them from their imminent fall by offering a portion and
even the whole of his Tapas or ascetic merit, he found to his dismay